Cortisol hypersecretion in depressed school-aged children and adolescents.
A prospective longitudinal study has been carried out to determine the secretory pattern of cortisol in children (n = 10) with major depressive disorder. Salivary cortisol samples were collected at 4-hourly intervals over 24 hours when the subjects were depressed and again when they were recovered. Group comparison indicated that significant increases in mean cortisol output occurred during illness as compared with recovery. This difference occurred only at three points (midnight, 4 a.m., 8 a.m.) of six measured. Not all cases were showed hypersecretion, but when hypersecretion was present, it occurred in cases with more severe symptoms. In addition, marked differences existed within individuals in the depressed state vs. the recovered state. Hypersecretion appeared to be associated with a significant alteration in diurnal rhythm in some, but not all, cases. The degree of cortisol responsivity and the shape of the curve over 24 hours during the depressed state deserve further investigation and may have implications for the course and outcome of major depression in this age group.